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Abstract
Most higher education institutions have focused on personal characteristics when
evaluating student engagement on their campuses. However, the multidimensional theory of
burnout, suggests that a student's level of participation is far more dependent on the context in
which they interact. This project investigates the perspectives of modern students, their
expectations of higher education institutions in a global society, and the ways in which the
education sector has modeled capitalistic structures and values of big corporations, cultivating
conditions conducive to student burnout. An implementation of distributive leadership is offered
to bridge the gap between existing student needs and senior leaderships’ view of those needs.
Many committees are included in the leadership model to enable all levels of university
stakeholders to contribute their knowledge to decision-making processes.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
Burnout is more prevalent among today’s college students than in any previous
generation. Globalization has resulted in a society where knowledge is the primary source of
economic and social development (Petersen, 2020), meaning higher education is one of society’s
most critical fields. Despite the importance of post-secondary education, today’s college students
are more likely than ever to not complete a secondary education. As societal stresses rise,
younger generations have become more aware of the importance of maintaining personal wellbeing and mental health. In recent decades, rising tuition costs and a more complex application
process have shifted students’ perceptions of the worth and viability of pursuing post-secondary
education (Selingo, 2013). Educators have long used grit to assess student resiliency and
evaluate is students have a growth or fixed mindset, recognizing that the perspective students
take on themselves has a significant impact on how they perform academically (Liotine &
Magee, 2020). Despite the fact that conditions may seriously challenge and compromise a
person's health and ability to react in a reasonable fashion to their environment (McGee &
Stovall, 2015) the relationship between individual agency and external factors (i.e., social,
historical, environmental, or organizational contexts) is often overlooked in contemporary
applications of grit (McCarthy, 2016).
Importance and Rationale
Grit can be used to assess students’ academic achievement and potential employability.
In overvaluing grit, practitioners ignore other aspects in which modern student populations
(mainly millennials and generation Z) have already established resiliency and how that resilience
relates to academic success, and campus or workplace affinity. Having grit means zealously
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preserving in the face of adversity (Ramsdell, 2016). By recognizing that there are mechanisms
that adversely impact student growth, but now aggressively trying to abolish those systems,
using grit, by definition, regresses the higher education industry into second-wave developmental
theories (Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye, 2016). Higher education tests academic achievement
through students' willingness to accept obstacles rather than engaging with them to encourage
radical change, which is counterproductive and reactionary. The aim of this project is to examine
the unique challenges that today's college students face. Educators are currently contributing to
the increase in mental health problems by pushing students to become even more resilient, which
results in increased burnout symptoms. While some practitioners contend that burnout is a
personal issue, it affects a wide range of sectors, university forms, and geographic areas,
meaning that larger systems are to blame. Since grit and resiliency were introduced in academia,
students' passions and long-term aspirations have changed, leading to individual convictions
about goal attainability. Higher education uses an outdated education and leadership paradigm to
produce scholars from various world backgrounds, and universities have generally expected the
same outcomes. This is one theory for educators' perceived lack of students' grit. Leaders in the
higher education sector and students do not share a common vision of what universities should
provide. As a result, this project will investigate the factors that contribute to student burnout and
propose a solution to address the issue.
Background
Institutions have unintentionally weaponized grit, persuading students that it is the only
attribute that contributes to personal and professional success. As a result of students' insatiable
desire to work hard at all times, a culture of constantly pushing oneself beyond one's limits has
evolved (Petersen, 2020). A slew of mental health problems links to academic rigor in higher
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education, including increased rates of psychological distress, substance abuse, and suicide
ideation, as well as a drop in academic performance (Lin & Huang, 2014). Many of these signs
may be misinterpreted as products of individual agency if not given the proper context. However,
all of these side effects can be traced back to widespread systemic burnout. (Petersen, 2020).
Young students are frequently characterized as entitled, cynical, and lazy, but these
characteristics are frequently displayed after being subjected to a burnout-prone atmosphere
(Maslach, 1998). Higher education has changed dramatically since the 1960s, when student debt
was not crippling and earning a post-secondary degree guaranteed financial stability. Now that
applying to colleges and universities has become more competitive, students must engage in
more extracurricular activities in order to increase their chances of acceptance. Besides this,
universities generate more graduates than job openings, leading students to believe that receiving
financial assistance to attend a university was a waste of time. (Selingo, 2013). Higher education
is a conventional sector that has been resistant to radical change (Selingo, 2013), leaving industry
leaders to ignore the needs of a globalized world. According to the history of innovation, new
educational models that meet the needs of today's students will emerge from new competitors
rather than from within the higher education (Selingo, 2013). The higher education model, which
has existed for centuries, could be jeopardized if students choose to follow alternative
educational pathways or revert to those that offer near-instant financial stability.
Colleges are becoming more exclusive as more people need a post-secondary education,
contributing to America's growing income and wealth gap (Selingo, 2013). In 2010, less than 20
percent of first-year college students came from families on the lower end of income distribution,
and over seventy percent were from high-wage earning families (Selingo, 2013). The numbers
have only gotten worse since then, and higher education's vital role in training students to be
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involved citizens in a democratic society has been affected. Industries that do not innovate will
inevitably lose value, and new advances in education are changing the way students receive
college education on a daily basis (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). Higher education is likely to be
supplanted by emerging technology earlier than university leaders anticipate.
Authors’ Experience
Born in the mid-nineteen nineties (1994), I am a younger member of the millennial
generational cohort. As an emerging professional in the American workforce, I can recall the
ways my childhood cultivated my predisposition to becoming burned out as a young adult. In my
adolescence, I remember older members of society blaming millennials for everything that was
wrong with America—millennials were soft, hypersensitive, lazy, cynical, and selfish. As the
media has reported, millennials did not want to work hard and expected opportunities to come to
them. Older generations have not respected millennial voices and viewpoints on culture in the
United States for a long time, and many contend that this is still the case today. Many of my
cohort members and I generally have a very different perspective than older individuals on our
upbringing and values.
I attended a private school with an extended school year and remember having nine-hour
school days, participating in choir and tennis, taking standardized test preparation, piano lessons,
and doing chores and homework in the evenings—this was just in high school. I took a year of
swim and violin lessons in elementary school, cheered for a year, and danced tap, jazz, and ballet
for many years. I spent summer vacation at reading camps, and if I had any academic difficulties,
my parents sought help from a private tutor. It is essential to know that I am a Black woman
from a lower-middle-class family, and my parents worked incredibly hard to provide my sister
and me with opportunities they never had as children. I cherish my childhood, but I now see how
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this way of life conditioned me to strive to be the best and stand out. Many millennials share an
innate, strong work ethic. Society told millennials that if they worked hard, went to college, and
got a degree, they would have a lot of success and stability after graduating. I have had little
success in vertical promotions since graduating, and I have never been able to prosper because of
my crushing student debt financially. It was challenging to finding jobs in my profession after
graduating with a bachelor’s degree in 2017, so I moved back in with my parents and worked in
retail in my hometown. I became seriously depressed, and after two years, I went back to school,
which was the only place I knew I would succeed.
I chose this project because many millennials have had similar experiences to mine. As a
graduate student, I now know that most millennials have misdiagnosed themselves with postgraduate depression (feeling lost or isolated after finishing college) rather than chronic burnout.
Millennials, who joined the workforce during one of America’s worst economic downturns in the
late 2000s, are now facing a new challenge in the form of the COVID-19 pandemic. With society
finally acknowledging burnout as a national phenomenon, I am inspired to highlight how
millennials are not lazy or cynical, but some of the most hardworking students and young adults
America has ever seen. Burnout is a consequence of capitalism. Millennials and other
prospective students of the twenty-first century will eventually need to find alternative ways to
earn financial security and improve their quality of life. The higher education industry needs to
undergo serious reform (i.e., lower tuition rates, redistribution of national wealth, and valuing
human capital over monetized models, etc.) to meet the needs of contemporary students.
Statement of Purpose
This project aims to look at how capitalism has contributed to student burnout in
academic settings. The last century of generational cohorts will be examined, and the
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perspectives of millennials will be reviewed and used as a basis for assessing consequences
for prospective college students. This project will not provide any measures to help alleviate the
effects of national capitalism. However, a modern leadership model is proposed as a means of
avoiding student burnout. Every component of the leadership model challenges conventional topdown leadership by including all university stakeholders in decision-making. University
connectedness, affinity, inclusivity, and participation will all benefit from collaborative
leadership. Stakeholders consult senior leadership of what students need, not what they assume
students need, by giving me people a voice in decision-making, fostering environments that
foster engagement rather than burnout.
Objectives
Grand Valley State University (GVSU) aims to prepare its students to be active members
of society post-graduation. However, in recent decades, post-graduate life has changed
drastically. The progress of this project will shed light on social changes that have occurred in
recent years. Administrators and students will be provided with the resources to understand
multidimensional burnout contextually. Higher education institutions will have the resources to
incorporate student service interventions by utilizing many peoples’ perspectives rather than a
small number of people. This project will give students a sense of belonging and that university
leaders respect and understand their diverse viewpoints and lived experiences.
Definition of Terms
Capitalism: Capitalism is an economic system in which private or corporate entities own
capital goods, investments are made on a private basis, and prices, output, and distribution of
goods are primarily determined by competition in a free market (Merriam-Webster, 2021).
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Disruptive Innovator: A disruptive innovator is an innovation that generates a new
market and value network and disrupts an existing market and value network, concurrently
displacing established market-leading industries and services (Christensen, Raynor, &
McDonald, 2015).
Multidimensional Burnout: Multidimensional burnout is an individual stress experience
embedded in the sense of dynamic social relationships involving an individual’s conception of
self and others in a given environment (Maslach, 1998).
Generational Cohort: A generational cohort is a group of individuals born at the same
time and classified according to the historical events that shaped their formative years (Dimock,
2019).
Distributive leadership: Distributive leadership occurs when decision-making leadership
is shared across an organizational structure (Crellin, 2010).
Scope of Project
This project will look at how modern higher education institutions can leverage the
knowledge of a wide range of university stakeholders in decision-making processes, specifically
in determining how to address student burnout. This project will contextualize capitalism’s effect
on students, even though fixing it is outside the reach of this project. Convincing faculty
members to pursue a new model of institutional leadership may be challenging, as similar
methods have failed in the past. However, distributive leadership is still offered as an
intervention because it takes old models and turns them on their heads. Unlike conventional
shared governance models, collaborative leadership fosters mutual respect, accountability, and
inclusivity. This makes it possible for senior leadership to make informed decisions for a
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university without having to go back and make amendments after possibly overlooking an
underrepresented population—like students at universities
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction
For the vast majority of their existence, American colleges and universities have
remained relatively tradition-bound to their origins. Attending university has been viewed as an
essential component of achieving upward mobility in the U.S., and until recently, that
perspective has endured the test of time. Through technological advances, capitalism and
globalization have generated an indefensible secondary effect of burnout. These two ongoing
elements present unfamiliar implications for higher education’s future (Selingo, 2013). The longterm viability of capitalistic financial structures is eroding, and prospective college students’
perceptions of the worth of a four-year secondary degree are deteriorating (Selingo, 2013). The
second chapter will synthesize theoretical structures and scholarship and propose an intervention
to mitigate rising burnout rates among all modern college students. The millennial generation
offers an example for a holistic understanding of burnout, with its specific conflict with
capitalism and the broader global society.
Theory and Rationale
The two theories selected to inform the research and evaluation of this project are
Christensen, Raynor, and McDonald’s (2015) Disruptive Innovation Theory (DIT) and
Maslach’s (1998) Multidimensional Theory of Burnout (MTB). DIT and MTB were selected for
research over conventional student affairs theories in higher education because they
contextualize the roles of culture and community in causing student burnout more effectively.
Disruptive innovation generates a new market and associated value, disrupting an existing
market and value network, displacing established market-leading businesses and products, and
consumer alliances (Christensen et al., 2015). MTB investigates how social, political, and
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economic factors impact individual situations, resulting in high-demand and low-resource work
environments (Maslach, Jackson, Leiter, & Schaufeli, 2017). While college students are not
workers, their studies necessitate well-organized activities such as attending class, submitting
assignments, and taking tests, all of which can be considered work from a psychological
perspective (Lin & Huang, 2014).
Disruptive Innovation Theory
University and college affairs have been dangerously comparable to American
corporations and companies in recent decades. Originally Christensen et al. (2015) constructed
DIT to illustrate how small businesses, with limited resources, can successfully compete with
established corporations. Christensen et al. (2015) theorized the correlation between wellestablished organizations (incumbents) and smaller emerging businesses (entrants). In many
cases, incumbents devote all of their attention and money to providing services or goods for their
most demanding and lucrative customers while ignoring the needs of others (Christensen et al.,
2015). Entrant companies gain a foothold in the market by focusing on the underserved customer
segment, typically by providing a more practical and cost-effective product (Christensen et al.,
2015). Incumbents do not view newcomers as competitors right away, allowing them to advance
in the market and ultimately achieve the same product quality as incumbents, all while enjoying
the benefits of their early success (Christensen et al., 2015). According to the theory, disruption
occurs as incumbent customers begin to embrace entrant services in large numbers, leaving
incumbent organizations with no choice but to innovate, even though it is usually too late (see
Appendix A) (Christensen et al., 2015). Traditional four-year institutions are inattentive
incumbents in the higher education sector, while new online training services can be considered
entrants. Growing technical advancements have significantly increased the quality and prestige
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of online degree programs over the last two decades (Selingo, 2013). Students are starting to
question the importance of earning a four-year degree as the cost of attending a four-year
university rises. More students are enrolling virtually to satisfy their educational and financial
needs (Christensen et al., 2015).
Researchers made provisions years after the initial theory to more clearly define the
tenets that qualify an organization as a disruptor. Many people used disruption to describe any
situation in which outsiders upend previously effective organizations before the theory was
modified (Christensen et al., 2015), but this rationale is too general. Since different types of
innovation necessitate different strategic approaches, equating a disruptive innovation with any
advancement that alters a market’s competitive trends is cryptic (Christensen et al., 2015). The
basic concept of disruption has not changed in this revised version; however, researchers have
clarified the two forms of market entrants to legitimize the means of disruption. Since
incumbents typically strive to provide ever-improving goods and services to their most valuable
and demanding customers while paying less attention to less demanding customers, low-end
footholds exist (Christensen et al., 2015). The incumbents’ products often exceed the lessdemanding consumers’ performance criteria, allowing a disruptor to emerge and initially
concentrate on providing a good enough product to low-end consumers (Christensen et al.,
2015). In the case of new-market footholds, disruptors create new markets where none
previously existed. A disruptor must first establish a foothold in one of these two markets before
moving into the dominant market (e.g. converting low-end or underserved non-consumers into
consumers). Industry leaders expect distance education to expand and refine in the future as
technology progresses and online programs gain more respect with negative consequences for
higher education. (Academy, n.d.).
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Disruptive innovators differ from surviving innovators by the modern model of disruptive
innovation. The latter caters to a more exclusive market by innovating existing products, whereas
the former is considered second-rate (Christensen et al., 2015). Despite guaranteed functionality
or practicality, incumbent customers are typically reluctant to downgrade to entrant products,
preferring to wait until entrant performance meets their expectations (Christensen et al., 2015).
Consumers will happily support the new product and its lower price, according to Christen et al.
(2015). Disruptors, including online degree programs, improve their offerings while
simultaneously pushing up the market, forcing incumbents to adapt (Christensen et al., 2015).
The ability of a company to alter its organizational structure is highly reliant on the patrons’
wishes, which include the money it requires to function (Christensen et al., 2015). Low-end
disruptors enter the market from the bottom, acquiring ownership of a well-established value
network before moving upmarket and approaching incumbent customers (Christensen et al.,
2015). New-market disruptions create a whole new value network, drawing customers who may
not otherwise have purchased the product (Christensen et al., 2015). Low-end and new-market
disruptors demonstrate why incumbents must pay attention to their customer base’s needs.
Internal networks of incumbents’ reliance on current customers become institutionalized,
rendering it difficult for senior executives to shift investment to disruptive technologies.
Incumbents’ institutionalized values can be associated with the long-established higher education
industry’s tradition-bound dealings.
By providing a complete, contextual version of the theory, Christensen et al. (2015)
identified other types of industries that can be disrupted. The higher education industry has long
endured disruption forces in contrast to other sectors. Increased access to higher education has
enabled institutions that serve communities that traditional four-year colleges and universities

13
have ignored to emerge (Christensen et al., 2015). By attempting to develop themselves as
credible and comparable universities in higher education, entrants demonstrated a desire for
wealth, prestige, and the opportunity to cultivate enhanced academic and personal opportunities
for students (Christensen et al., 2015). On the other hand, previous entrants have generally
overlooked the needs of today’s non-consumers of higher education (Christensen et al., 2015)
and thus are not disruptors. According to Christensen et al. (2015), as technical obstacles to
online learning are overcome, quality and accessibility will increase, enabling online institutions
to disrupt conventional colleges and universities. Online schools are less expensive than
traditional colleges, are less competitive, focus primarily on academics, and run year-round,
allowing them to enroll whenever it is most convenient (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). These,
among other benefits of online learning, directly counter the risk factors for burnout that people
face at work or school. The trajectory of online education will almost certainly correlate with
today’s modern consumer preferences (Christensen et al., 2015).
Multidimensional Theory of Burnout
In its modern form, burnout is a mental or physical reaction to being overworked or
exhausted (Petersen, 2020), it has become so common that the World Health Organization
deemed it an occupational hazard in May 2019 (World Health Organization, 2019). Being
exhausted is not the same as being burned out (Petersen, 2020)—the latter simply means that one
continues until one is exhausted. Burnout occurs when a person reaches a point of exhaustion but
continues to work (Petersen, 2020). Petersen (2020) traced the origins of burnout to before the
1970s, which is essential to note when considering its current significance. In the late 1800s,
burnout could be related to neurasthenia, defined nervous fatigue brought on by the demands of
industrialization (Petersen, 2020). In the Renaissance Era, burnout was a sign of befuddlement
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(Petersen, 2020). Burnout is not a brand-new phenomenon in and of itself. Due to increased
social demands on job and academic performance, financial stability, and global
competitiveness, burnout has become a phenomenon in institutions other than humanities-related
fields (Maslach, 1998).
According to Maslach (1998), multidimensional burnout is an individual stress
experience embedded in the context of complex social relationships involving the individual
conception of self and others. Unlike the unidimensional application of burnout theory, the
multidimensional approach encourages professionals to understand the relationships between all
three burnout dimensions: emotional fatigue, depersonalization, and decreased personal
achievement (Brenninkmeijer & VanYperen, 2003). Exhaustion is the most commonly
documented and studied of the three burnout dimensions since it is the most closely related to
well-understood stress variables (Maslach, 1998). The most noticeable manifestation of this
dynamic syndrome is fatigue, which is the fundamental quality of burnout (Maslach, 1998).
Since emotional fatigue is the most common symptom of burnout, some contend that the other
two symptoms are unrelated or redundant (Maslach, 1998). Even so, just because emotional
fatigue is a crucial criterion for burnout does not mean it is sufficient. Even though fatigue is the
individual stress component of burnout, it ignores a critical element of an individual’s
relationships with their jobs and environment (Maslach, 1998).
Emotional exhaustion – the individual stress aspect of burnout – is the first and most
popular MTB dimension, as previously mentioned (Maslach, 1998). Emotional fatigue may
result from being overworked or feeling depleted with no apparent signs of recovery. The next
level is depersonalization; it affects interpersonal relationships (Maslach, 1998) and can lead to
passivity toward peers. Personal isolation is a critical component of this measure, often used as a
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protective mechanism against mental fatigue and frustration (Maslach, 1998). The last dimension
is a decrease in personal achievement or self-perception of competence and efficiency at work
(Maslach, 1998). This burnout dimension strongly links one’s inability to meet work demands
and personal mental health decline (Maslach, 1998). Few professional development opportunities
and a lack of social, peer, or collegial support may exacerbate the need to self-evaluate regularly.
The three-dimensional stress model is important because it considers social and
environmental contexts in addition to personal stress. Specific reactions to self and others are
taken into account and expanded upon the single dimension of fatigue (Maslach, 1998). Previous
understandings of human stress responses have been augmented by theoretical extension of
second and third dimensions (Maslach, 1998). As business leaders combine the three, they
promote a much broader perception of stress as an occupational hazard. Interpersonal
partnerships are at the heart of both unidimensional and multidimensional theory. Workplace
relationships may be a source of help for dealing with job pressures, but they may also
exacerbate the symptoms of burnout (Maslach, 1998). If the emphasis were solely on human
fatigue, scholars would completely misunderstand the phenomenon of burnout.
Maslach Burnout Inventory
There has been a recent global change in the study of and stigmatization of mental health
in college students (Portoghese, Leiter, Maslach, Galletta, Porru, D’Aloja, Finco & Campagna,
2018). Increased stress levels among students and the related rates of university dropout cause
this vacillation (Portoghese et al., 2018). Attending a university has rapidly become a significant
life stressor for college students due to the academic rigor, unstructured management of worklife balance, and increased financial pressures (Portoghese et al., 2018). Burnout is becoming
more common among college students, and it can harm students’ relationships with their friends,
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professors, and the university itself (Lin & Huang, 2014). Academic failure, low self-efficacy,
increased workload awareness, deteriorated coping effectiveness, and suicidal ideation is
associated with burnout (Portoghese et al., 2018).
The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) assesses a person’s burnout experience (Maslach,
Jackson, Leiter, & Schaufeli, 2017). The MBI scale’s fourth version was the first to provide a
tool for assessing burnout in college and university students (Maslach et al., 2017). While
contextualizing college environments, the Maslach Burnout Inventory: General Survey for
Students (MBI-GSS) addresses the three dimensions listed at the start of this chapter (Maslach et
al., 2017). The MBI-GSS measures fatigue as a result of feeling overworked and exhausted by
one’s studies. Depersonalization (cynicism) is a lack of interest in or detached attitude toward the
studies (Maslach et al., 2017). Reduced personal achievement (professional efficacy) evaluates a
student’s expectations of continued effectiveness at school and assesses satisfaction with past
and present achievements (Maslach et al., 2017).
Burnout-Engagement Continuum
MBI has evolved since its inception, and it now investigates the opposite end of the
burnout continuum (Maslach, 1998). Burnout is a state of exhaustion, cynicism, and
ineffectiveness, in contrast to engagement, which marks high enthusiasm, deep dedication, and a
sense of efficacy (Maslach, 1998). Using MBI subscales, several researchers discovered linear
associations between the person and institutional conditions (Maslach, 1998). For example, low
levels of personal conflict are linked to low levels of exhaustion, while high levels of conflict
insinuate high levels of emotional stress (Maslach, 1998). These findings suggest that
commitment is the antithesis of burnout, not neutrality (Maslach, 1998). By recognizing the
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burnout-engagement continuum, scholars can better recognize how organizational context
impacts student well-being,
The burnout-engagement continuum has one important implication: engagement
strategies can be just as crucial for burnout prevention as burnout prevention strategies
themselves (Maslach, 1998). Creating an environment that promotes the positive development of
the three dimensions of burnout can improve student well-being and productivity (Maslach,
1998).
The concept of job-person fit, or the individual-environment relationship, is central to
some of the first organizational stress models (Maslach, 1998). Burnout is primarily a product of
the organizational context, so this strategy is acceptable even if it manifests individually
(Maslach, 1998). Previous job-person fit conceptions have restricted accurate burnout diagnoses
because of their limited applicability (Maslach, 1998). Old models framed individuals in terms of
personality or a detailed comprehension of their work rather than feelings, motives, or stress
responses (Maslach, 1998). On the other hand, environments are particular activities rather than
the more significant situation or organizational sense (Maslach, 1998). MTB expands the workperson paradigm to provide a better view of both the person and the world and job stress models
(Maslach, 1998). Burnout is more likely to occur when there is a misalignment between the
person and the organization (Maslach, 1998). Organizational mismatch is a collection of six
criteria that look at the relationship between the worker and the workplace, allowing for a more
accurate assessment of the employee in the sense of the organization (see Appendix B) (Maslach,
1998).
Work Overload. When job demands surpass human capacity, this is known as work
overload.
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Lack of Control. People are said to lack control because they have no control over their
bosses’ tasks at work.
Insufficient Reward. Insufficient reward refers to a lack of fair pay for the job done by
workers.
Breakdown of Community. People lose a sense of positive interaction with others when
community breaks down in the workplace.
Absence of Fairness. The absence of fairness is a lack of a system of justice and equal
practices in the workplace, and there is a lack of shared respect.
Value Conflict. If there is a misalignment between the work requirements and people’s
values, it is called value conflict.
These six types of mismatches are not entirely distinct but are interrelated (see Appendix
C). The essence of the work can be at odds with the nature of the individuals in each case,
resulting in increased fatigue, cynicism, and burnout effectiveness (Maslach, 1998). Engagement
with work is more likely to occur when there is a better fit in the six fields (Maslach, 1998).
Organizational mismatches emphasize the social nature of burnout, stressing that it has less to do
with an individual’s characteristics and more to do with the organization’s atmosphere (Maslach,
1998).
When most college students were White, male, straight, Christian, and financially
affluent, it was easier to build engaging campus environments (Harper & Quaye, 2015). A
dependence on familiarity is no longer sufficient because current university cohorts are diverse
in their perspectives and reactions to their campuses (Harper & Quaye, 2015). As a result,
educators must take a constructive approach to value the burnout-engagement continuum rather
than the engagement-disengagement spectrum by developing environments that enable students
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to make sense of their college experience both within and outside the classroom (Harper &
Quaye, 2015). Since it recognizes the significance of the phenomenon and its place within a
situational sense, MTB provides a more critical description of burnout and its engagement than
any unidimensional stress method (Maslach, 1998).
Research and Evaluation
Multiple factors affect perceived burnout rates on college campuses, according to
research on burnout in modern college students. The historical and social contexts of the
millennial period, as well as higher education practices changing from an education-oriented
model to more business-like, capitalist organizations, are among these factors. This section will
delve further into these variables in order to better understand how they contribute to perceived
burnout in younger generations.
Contextualizing Millennials
According to Petersen (2020), being burned out is not a temporary state for millennials.
Rather, burnout is a rudimentary affliction ingrained throughout their youth, adulthood, and core
values. Recognizing that not all generational members have come to recognize or experience
burnout in the same way is critical to recognizing the millennial experience. Millennials,
identified as those born between 1981 and 1996 (Dimock, 2019), are unlike any other generation
in recent memory (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Even if a millennial did not grow up in an affluent
family, the generation's social and cultural changes have had an effect on them (Petersen, 2019a).
With a population of 75.3 million, millennials now outnumber the baby boomers, making them
the largest generation in the United States (U.S.) (Frey, 2018). Since millennials were the first
generation to enter adulthood the new millennium, researchers have predicted that they will
continue to influence subsequent generations in the twenty-first century (Frey, 2018).
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Millennials were the most ethnically and culturally diverse generation in American
history until recently (Howe & Strauss, 2007), and they are also the most diverse adult
demographic today (Frey, 2018). As millennials are 55.8 percent White and nearly 30 percent
new minorities—those identifying as two or more races—racial definitions of the black-white
binary have started to change (Frey, 2018). In addition to their ethnic differences, millennials
have the highest proportion of second-generation immigrants of any previous generation (Howe
& Strauss, 2007) and they are the first generation with a vast understanding of global diversity.
Millennials are more concerned with creating an inclusive and equal community than with how
their peers classify (racially, gendered, citizenship, etc). (Howe & Strauss, 2007). However,
older Americans who are unfamiliar with the social paradigm changes of emerging generations
continue to stereotype millennials as lazy, cynical, and entitled (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
According to Howe and Strauss (2007), millennials see selfishness as the root of America's
issues, alluding to stereotypes of previous generations as self-indulgent, lacking empathy, and
unconcerned with others (Dougherty, 2021). To truly comprehend contemporary student
burnout, it is essential to examine the millennial era as well as previous generations' experiences.
The G.I. and Silent Generation
Howe and Strauss (2000) predicted millennials will be America's next great generation,
dubbed the "hero generation," more than two decades ago. As millennials hit the top of the
generational ladder, their achievements and prestige will surpass that of the G.I. generation, often
known as the greatest generation. The G.I.s, who were born between 1901 and 1924, were
known for being well-educated, well-behaved, and being the young adults who served in World
War II (WWII) (Howe & Strauss, 2007). The G.I.s changed the United States, establishing
middle America, winning the race to the moon, and implementing nuclear power, thanks to the
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G.I. Bill and their unparalleled reign on the presidency (1961-1992). (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
G.I.s are millennials' grandparents or great-grandparents. When millennials were surveyed, they
claim this generation has the most likeness compared to other generations (Howe & Strauss,
2007). The following was a contrast made by Howe and Strauss (2007):
The most important link this G.I. Generation has to today’s teens is in the void they leave
behind: no other adult peer group possesses anything close to their upbeat, highachieving, team-playing, and civic-minded reputation. Sensing this social role unfilled,
today’s adults have been teaching these (G.I.) values to millennials, who now sense the
G.I. archetype as the only available script for correcting or complementing the Boomer
persona. (p. 23)
The Silent Generation (1925–1944), which followed the G.I. generation, grew up during
WWII and the Great Depression (Howe & Strauss, 2007). The silents are a small group of people
who grew up as the suffocated children of soldiers struggling to make sense of the war and its
aftermath (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Silents, like their parents, were more likely to marry and start
families young (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Silents were supporters of a post-crisis era in which
people collaborated with the system to achieve prosperity (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Silents
favored a risk-averse strategy because it had generated peace and prosperity in the past (Howe &
Strauss, 2007). This generation received the moniker "silent" due to their complacency.
Baby Boomers and Generation X
The baby boomers came between 1945 and 1964, at a period when the U.S. economy was
at an all-time high (Petersen, 2020). Boomers, who quickly grew to be America's largest and
most powerful generation, provide the base for millennial upbringings. While the number of
baby boomers has decreased over the last decade, they still account for roughly 21percent, or 70
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million, of the country's population, trailing only millennials, who account for roughly 22
percent, 72 million (Statista Research Department, 2021). Boomers had more prosperous,
nurtured childhoods thanks to single-wage earners and domesticated mothers (Sandeen, 2008).
As teenagers, boomers were chastised for being outspoken and questioning social norms. Even
still, confronting many of the same problems as millennials, such as generalized stereotypes and
parental disdain for their perceived entitlement (Petersen, 2020), boomers emphasized an internal
focus of outward pride (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Studies have shown that baby boomers are more
likely to pursue individual success and are willing to work multiple jobs, often at lower wages
than their peers, and have little leisure time (Sandeen, 2008). Boomers invented credit, making
them less likely to be prepared for significant expenses like retirement (Petersen, 2020) or
establish savings in general. Petersen (2020), a millennial journalist, claimed that it is hard to
think of boomers sympathetically because of their inability to empathize with subsequent
generations.
According to Sandeen (2008), socialization conditioned boomers to overvalue their
education, with many relying on their educational attainment to feel successful. This ethos stems
from the National Labor Relations Act of 1935, which extended legal protections to privatesector employees who attempt to organize (National Labor Relations Act, 1935.). Labor unions
became stronger as a result of favorable working conditions, but they would not have existed
without the government's active support. The greatest generation took the country's income
distribution closer to equality than it had ever been before during this period (Petersen, 2020).
Nonetheless, many boomers chose traditional, cultural professions over corporate jobs while they
were in their early twenties (Petersen, 2020). Boomers established an overrepresented presence
in cultural fields, engendering their values in institutions nationwide (Howe & Strauss, 2007) and
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creating what scholars call The Great Risk Shift (Petersen, 2020). After years of enjoying a
collectivist culture and political regimes, many in the middle class began to turn inward
culturally and superficially, resulting in a shift towards the political right (Petersen, 2020). The
consensus opinion of risk distribution shifted to one that was unnecessary, lenient, and
unorthodox, affecting America's economic stability.
When G.I. and Silent generations retired, their Social Security benefits alone supported
them (Petersen, 2020). For most people today, surviving on Social Security is not enough, and
by 2034 the program will only be able to pay approximately 75 percent of benefits (Munnell &
Hou, 2018). Even with this awareness, the sense of personal obligation remains. The concept of
the self-made citizen has been widely accepted in America for decades, but it is at best anecdotal.
This rags-to-riches idea is based on widespread unified ignorance, often maintained by those
who have already benefited from the system (Petersen, 2020)—white men. The myth of selfmade Americans ignores the role that post-WWII initiatives, like the G.I. Bill and the National
Labor Relations Act, played in encouraging and subsidizing upward mobility for white, middleclass men and their families (Petersen, 2020). This paradox explains the popularity of individual
responsibility; worried about their economic stability, white, middle class citizens exclusively
started supporting policies that maintained their location in the socioeconomic hierarchy with
little regard for its impact on marginalized communities or the future (Petersen, 2020). Most
voters were not baby boomers, who made up just 20 percent of the population; however, they
had cultural exposure and access to power levers (Petersen, 2020), allowing them to influence
people more effectively.
Generation X (1961-1981) grew up in a social environment that set them apart from their
parents (Sandeen, 2008). During this time, difficult economic recessions caused major
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companies to collapse, resulting in job losses and families losing their primary source of income
(Sandeen, 2008). In addition to the self-made American myth, the economic crisis of the 1980s
also overwhelmingly impacted disadvantaged peoples. Early on, Gen X learned not to rely solely
on previous generations or government institutions (marriage, faith, assistance programs, etc.),
instilling in them the traits of self-reliance, impertinence, and realism (Fishman, 2016). The
skepticism of Generation X is understandable (Fishman, 2016); they grew up in a post-positivist
period that fought against the G.I.s and silents' child-rearing culture, as well as the beginning of
public-school defunding (Sandeen, 2008). The sudden AIDS epidemic ravaged their midtwenties, and the national divorce rate rose sharply, resulting in an increase in blended families
(Howe & Strauss, 2007).
In reaction to increased financial instability and a rejection of antiquated gender roles in
society, women's participation in the workforce increased after the Women's Rights Movement
(Sandeen, 2008). More representation did little for Gen X as they entered the workforce because
the labor pool was still heavily dominated by boomers, preventing young adults from entering
the job market or competing for promotions (Fishman, 2016). Due to the volatility of employee
demand, many x-ers chose jobs that gave them the work stability that their parents did not have
(Sandeen, 2008). Gen X is the first generation to prefer entrepreneurship to steadfast corporatism
(Howe & Strauss, 2007), meaning they are less loyal to a single employer and see their job as an
opportunity to learn new skills (Sandeen, 2008). Gen Xers appreciated a work environment that
provided them with a sense of belonging and the family dynamic that many of them lacked as
children (Fishman, 2016). By determining their definition of success, Gen X was able to preserve
their quality of life as well as their financial security (Fishman, 2016). Generation X has evolved
into one of the most entrepreneurial generations, influencing their values and opinions, as well as
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their political views, which have skewed toward expediency and non-affiliation (Howe &
Strauss, 2007). During this same time, structural changes in the urban economy caused
marginalized blue-collar workers to rely more heavily on the small business sector for jobs
(Bates, 1994). Minoritized workers were not employed at many of the nonminority-owned small
businesses in large metropolitan areas. Even in disenfranchised areas, the majority of employees
in nonminority small businesses were still white (Bates, 1994) making it more difficult for
disadvantaged groups to profit from this entrepreneurial renaissance. Overall, Gen X believes
older generations, especially the baby boomers, have done a lot of harm (Fishman, 2016), and
they are considered resilient survivors as a result of their difficult childhood social environments
(Sandeen, 2008).
Concerted Cultivation of Burnout in Millennials
Burnout is so entrenched in America's capitalist culture that no one can argue that prior
generations have experienced it (Petersen, 2020). However, millennials are feeling burnout in a
different way than previous generations (Petersen, 2019a). Any emerging generational cohort,
according to Howe and Strauss (2007), will resist the current young-adult, midlife, and older
generations. There are three laws to follow to predict the influx of each generation’s habits and
characteristics (Howe & Strauss, 2007). First, as the country's youth reach young adulthood, the
next generation will begin to distance itself from the previous generation's cultural traditions and
practices, which are no longer relevant in modern times (Howe & Strauss, 2007). The
newcomers would then use protest or general activism to address what they perceive to be their
parents' – the midlife generation's – excesses (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Occasionally, outlier
midlife generation members who recognize their shortcomings will provide guidance and
assistance to the younger generation (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Finally, the new generation takes
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over the elder generation's vacant civil role—this sometimes happens out of duty (Howe &
Strauss, 2007). These three concepts legitimize the route taken by millennials since the early
2000s and offer a clear picture of future generations' paths (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Millennials
have flooded the social, cultural, and political vacuum left by the G.I. generation, opposed Gen X
subculture, and are correcting boomer excesses (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
For the past few decades, older generations have blamed millennials for everything they
see as wrong with younger generations (Petersen, 2019a). Older members of society regard
today's youth as obnoxious, cynical, entitled, lazy, and overall failures at productive
adulthood (Petersen, 2019a). However, the oldest millennials are approaching their forties, while
the youngest are in their mid-twenties – they are well into adulthood (Petersen, 2019a). The three
dimensions of burnout are nearly identical to presumed millennial characteristics, demonstrating
how generalizing millennials to all subsequent generations represents correlations between
millennial adults and prospective students, as well as the implications of deferring institutional
capitalism reform (Selingo, 2013).
Many millennial children have weathered their parents' divorce and the resulting trend of
more parents working longer weekday hours (Howe & Strauss, 2007). When compared to the
baby boomers and Gen X, millennials spent a significant amount of time performing chores
usually done by parents, such as grocery shopping, cooking, babysitting, and doing laundry
(Howe & Strauss, 2007). Millennials were raised in a workaholic environment that forced them
to conform to their parents' habits (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Given that millennials were the
busiest teens in American history (Howe & Strauss, 2007), it's no surprise that they are more
susceptible to burnout (Petersen, 2020). Many millennials have strived for success their entire
lives, despite being stereotyped as underachieving adults or college dropouts (Petersen, 2020).
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Millennial adolescence is the epitome of good parenting, centered around structure, planning,
and supervision, beginning in kindergarten and continuing through college and perhaps in
workplace (Howe & Strauss, 2007). The majority of millennials' time was spent on education,
extracurricular activities, household tasks, community service, and visiting with friends and
family (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Sales of student planners increased from a million to 50 million
in the 1990s as a result of children and teenagers becoming so busy (Howe & Strauss, 2007). At
the same time, the amount of adolescent unstructured free time each week had decreased from 53
to 33 hours (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Overall, millennials have always led a much more active
lifestyle than previous generations, despite the fact that the majority of them dispute this.
To explain millennial pedagogy, Petersen (2020) proposed the concept of concerted
cultivation. To better prepare their children for their eventual entrance into the workforce,
parents simplified every aspect of their child's life within the framework of concerted cultivation
(Petersen, 2020). Years before they reached adulthood, millennials were encouraged to behave
like mini-adults, complete with anxiety and unrealistic ambitions (Petersen, 2020). The attempts
of parents to prepare their children for the future were obsessive (Sandeen, 2008). Families
began to notice what would benefit their children in the long run (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Young
adults with four-year college degrees were the only ones whose full-time earnings were above
inflation at this time (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Parents started enrolling their children in the best
preschools in order to give them an advantage, and many pre-teens began preparing for college
the admissions process while still in middle school (Sandeen, 2008). Despite an economy that
continued to recruit young people, the employment rate of millennial teens began to decline
(Howe & Strauss, 2007). Educators, parents, and even teens themselves started to question if
they should be working or spending time developing their resumes (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
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Time spent in computer classes, sports, or standardized test preparation seemed more important
than immediate income (Howe & Strauss, 2007). The number of working teenagers had fallen
from 47 percent in 1979 to 44 percent in 2000. (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Teen employment
dropped to 36 percent in 2005 after another recession and 9/11, with virtually no improvement
since then (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Albeit this is primarily the white middle-class experience;
many oppressed millennials were forced to work to help support their families, reducing the
number of extracurricular activities they could engage in. Besides this, most low-income families
could not afford to send their children to the best schools, putting those students at a
disadvantage when applying to colleges. When it came to getting into a good college,
disadvantaged millennials faced significant challenges (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
According to research, grades and college admissions are the two most challenging
obstacles that teenagers face, both then and now (Selingo, 2013). High schoolers, in comparison
to their parents, are more concerned about having good grades and getting enough sleep than
with being in relationships or using drugs (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Academic stress is faced by
millennials, and successive generations, in ways that baby boomers and x-ers cannot grasp.
Before being considered for a job, employers now request high school transcripts, test scores,
and attendance records (Howe & Strauss, 2007). It is more critical than ever to get good grades,
and regular homework has become more popular at younger ages (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
Students who were afraid of failing began hiring tutors in the early 2000s, resulting in a boom in
the tutoring industry (Howe & Strauss, 2007) that is still popular today. In the early 1990s, more
than 500 thousand first-year and sophomore students took the Pre-SAT; by 2001, that number
had risen to just under 1 million, and by 2005, the Pre-SAT had 1.3 million test-takers (Howe &
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Strauss, 2007). All of this angst has resulted in a renewed emphasis on planning and training
(Howe & Strauss, 2007).
Collegians and Capitalism
The first millennials arrived on American college campuses in 2000, and they were
bright, creative, ethnically diverse, and prepared to succeed academically (Howe &
Strauss, 2007). Millennials were eagerly anticipating the chance to put their long-term career
aspirations into action (Petersen, 2019a). The years that followed had the potential to usher in a
new era for America's colleges and universities, comparable to the Golden Age of the twentieth
century (Howe & Strauss, 2007). However, because of the increased focus, scrutiny, tension,
obligation, and popular political advocacy associated with millennials, achieving this modern era
would be difficult (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Scholars predicted that millennials would transform
the university landscape in the same way that the baby boomers did in the 1960s, but in very
different, opposing ways (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Some colleges will, as they did then, consider
the new generation, deal with it accordingly, and increase their performance – while others will
not (Selingo, 2013). According to Howe and Strauss (2007), all stakeholders in higher education
had a say in the next two decades' outcomes – practitioners would either disregard, oppose, or
welcome this new wave of students.
How We Got Here
The Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA) was enacted to assist students from lower
socioeconomic status (SES) with financial aid, low-interest loans and work-study) (Mirzoyan,
2020). The law made higher education more affordable and provided people with the opportunity
to work in industries with higher-paying jobs (Mirzoyan, 2020). Millions of middle-class
students, mostly baby boomers, were able to work their way through four-year colleges with
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little debt after the HEA was implemented (Mirzoyan, 2020). Several of these individuals are
now board of trustees’ members on many of today's campuses (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Back
then, paying for college tuition was not as difficult as it is now (Selingo, 2013). College tuition
remained relatively constant in the decade following the HEA, with only minor rises for private
education (Howe & Strauss, 2007). As the median household income gradually increased, tuition
prices supplemented this era (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Due to income being distributed evenly
throughout the middle class, lower SES families could also afford tuition rates (Howe & Strauss,
2007). About half of all households in the United States received more than twice the average
of private college tuition (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
Colleges and universities began expanding their campuses and facilities to meet the
demand for larger class sizes (Selingo, 2013). To fund significant expansions in the public
university system, several states voted to raise state taxes (Howe & Strauss, 2007). However, in
the 1980s (Selingo, 2013), this deal started to fall apart as tuition rate increases outpaced annual
inflation (Mitchell, Leachman, & Masterson, 2017). Students and their parents were willing to
pay the higher prices because a university degree gave them the assurance that they would be
able to survive the deterioration of the middle class (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Institutions that
were able to retain revenue through tuition increases were able to pursue sustainability and
respond to market signals (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Many universities aimed to encourage
families to reconsider their perceptions of affordability by portraying tuition as a modest
investment in a better quality of life (Selingo, 2013). The government did little to limit university
tuition increases; instead, colleges' financial obligations grew (Howe & Strauss, 2007). In the
1990s, states began slashing higher education funding, leaving public colleges cash-strapped at a
time when even more students were enrolling, causing tuition to climb even higher than it was
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before (Selingo, 2013). When millennials appeared on campuses, state support for higher
education had not been so low since the enactment of the Higher Education Act (HEA) – when
there were even fewer students (Selingo, 2013). With bills to pay, worried first-year students and
their parents were well aware of increased prices (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
The newly influential global society affected parents' decisions to accept higher tuition
rates (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Globalization, according to Tight (2021), is a set of major social
changes that result from increased interconnections between different parts of the world. To
retain their status as global competitors, public and private colleges continued to raise fees and
tuition (Selingo, 2013). Between 2000 and 2010, tuition increases outpaced inflation by nearly 5
percent each year (Howe & Strauss, 2007). In 2018, the annual tuition rate for a four-year school
reached $23,835 dollars (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). In addition to paying
tuition, many of today’s students have to pay rent, which is also rising in most college towns, and
finance their textbooks (Howe & Strauss, 2007). The cost of college textbooks has risen so
rapidly in recent years that the U.S. Congress proposed a bill in 2019 to promote universities to
use open textbooks to save students money (Affordable College Textbook Act, 2019).
Interestingly, as college costs have continued to exceed median family incomes by a
considerable margin, university grants per student have risen at a similar rate (Callender &
Mason, 2017). Only a small portion of those grants went to students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Both private and public universities are increasingly using
grant money to entice attractive students away from competitors (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
Tuition rising at a much faster pace than median income, combined with a diminishing share of
grants directed at the disadvantaged, creates a situation in which the growing wealth gap causes
mild discomfort at the top but a major affordability crisis at the bottom (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
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The cost of attending a private four-year college rose slightly for the top quarter of all families,
from 17 to 19 percent of family income (Howe & Strauss, 2007). However, in the bottom
quarter, the cost increased dramatically, increasing from 60 to 83 percent of family income
(Howe & Strauss, 2007). Since the turn of the century, the number of students from high-income
families earning a bachelor's degree has increased by more than 80 percent, whereas the
percentage of students from low-income families earning a bachelor's degree has decreased to
less than 10 percent. (Selingo, 2013). Student loan debt affects about 50 million Americans, with
federal loans to students exceeding 1.7 trillion dollars in 2020 (Bustamante, 2020). Many
students feel that attending college would be prohibitively expensive (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
Students from low-income families are much more likely to skip college altogether (Callender &
Mason, 2017).
Few university presidents have publicly discussed the long-term viability or
consequences of rising tuition rates (Howe & Strauss, 2007); those who have, also
acknowledged that higher education is on the wrong path (Selingo, 2013). If nothing is done to
curb tuition increases, Howe and Strauss (2007) predicted that the tuition bubble would
eventually burst. The higher education sector is plagued by arrogance, resistance to change, and
a lack of accountability (Selingo, 2013); if the tuition bubble breaks even marginally, some
colleges may be compromised (Howe & Strauss, 2007). Universities that understand and respond
to the significant impact of pricing in shaping the perceptions of prospective students will have a
significant advantage in the years ahead (Howe & Strauss, 2007).
Big Business. With colleges and universities making major contributions to the economy
(Gibbs, 2017), several analysts and business leaders have concluded that the higher education
sector has evolved over the years into mega conglomerate (Selingo, 2013). Administrators have
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treated students as customers and degree programs as goods in recent decades (Selingo, 2013)
and the dramatic increase in student loan debt has drawn comparisons to the bursting of
corporate bubbles over the last half-century (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). Universities offer
students the rare opportunity to live in miniature cities during their undergraduate years
(Selingo,2013), bringing academics, student support, and a sense of community together.
According to Christensen and Eyring (2011), this model is financially unsustainable. Over the
past three decades, the fundamentals of attending college have remained relatively unchanged.
However, advancements in technology and how information is shared and consumed have
increased the capacity of higher education to attract more students while reducing costs
(Christensen & Eyring, 2011). To meet increased demand, the higher education industry has
become prohibitively costly for prospective students, necessitating the creation of new learning
models (Selingo, 2013). Disruptive innovation theory predicts that new models will arise from
entrants rather than from within higher education (Selingo, 2013).
Due to various technical advances, online courses have advanced to the point that they
now equal or surpass the cognitive results of conventional classroom training (Selingo, 2013).
Online education has the distinct advantage of focusing solely on student learning while avoiding
the costs of maintaining vast campuses and facilities (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). Virtual
colleges can operate throughout the year and welcome all qualified applicants (Christensen &
Eyring, 2011). Many for-profit online educators have had considerable success due to their low
instructional costs and type focus (Christensen & Eyring, 2011). The value of a degree is often
measured by a graduate's post-graduation salary (Selingo, 2013); if students continue to assume
that they will be able to obtain a decent salary after graduation, a point will be reached where a
degree will no longer be a worthwhile investment in America's capitalist society (Selingo, 2013).

34
Modern students have discovered that applying to the most prestigious colleges will not be useful
in the long run; instead, they should look for what and how they want to learn (Selingo, 2013).
With each passing year, students raised in the digital age's learning habits will change in favor of
online educators (Christensen & Eyring, 2011), rendering traditional education obsolete.
Looking Ahead
Adult millennials have remained career-driven and continue to pursue opportunities to
advance in the workplace (Sandeen, 2008) despite joining the workforce during the country's
worst economic downturn since the Great Depression. Many millennials have pursued master's
and doctoral degrees to advance their education in the pursuit of financial stability (Petersen,
2019a). For the millennial generation, the myth of the self-made American has proved to be false
and unattainable (Petersen, 2019a). The previously mentioned Great Risk Shift had the
unfortunate effect of shifting responsibility for employee training from companies to prospective
candidates (Petersen, 2020). Rather than hiring workers with or without an university degree and
paying them to prepare for a specific position, the vast majority of employers now require
candidates to pay for their education in the form of degrees or certifications to demonstrate that
they are already eligible (Petersen, 2020). In addition to having to train themselves, younger
generations have also had to bear the cost of internships or externships. Students must pay for
college credits in exchange for free labor in an internship that doubles as a class or simply unpaid
labor (Petersen, 2020). While students are now in charge of the majority of the training, there is
still no guarantee of employment post-graduation.
Owing to their high student loan debt, failure to accumulate money, and continuing to
work in low-paying, dead-end jobs, millennials have not gained the financial security that their
parents, grandparents, or even older siblings did (Petersen, 2020). Adulthood's guaranteed
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stability never comes, no matter how often millennials prepare for the future (Petersen, 2020).
Millennial adulthood is characterized by the growth of the 1 percent, the collapse of the middle
class, and the steady loss of unions and stable, full-time employment (Petersen, 2019a). The
poorest millennials are becoming poorer, while middle-class millennials are struggling to remain
in there (Petersen, 2020). Only by maintaining a relentless state of focus and determination will
millennials make it all work (Petersen, 2020). Millennials, unlike previous generations, have to
consistently develop their skills to stand out in a competitive workplace (Petersen, 2019a). Many
millennials recognize that they will most likely work forever. With institutions expecting them to
work hard but maintain a work-life balance, as well as to be aware of and updated about
international news, all without allowing either to impede their ability to persevere (Petersen,
2020). Since they see no other way to gain financial stability, millennials put up with companies
treating them unfairly and labeling them as petulant for publicly sharing how hard they work and
how drained they are (Petersen, 2019b). The extent of millennial labor is often neglected or
degraded because overworking for less money isn't always visible (Petersen, 2019b). Students
are often prescribed self-care (face masks, yoga, and meditation apps) to treat burnout, but this
type of prescribed self-care cannot cure or prevent burnout (Petersen, 2019b). Self-care is not a
cure, at least not in its current form; it adds tension to an already stressful lifestyle.
Millennials are a group of carefully curated individuals that have been programmed to be
successful from birth, which is both their ultimate objective and their downfall. (2019b,
Petersen). The competitiveness of millennials has not bucked wage stagnation, nor has their
perseverance increased their quality of life. Millennials’ dedication to work has only promoted
further exploitation by the overarching capitalistic society (Petersen, 2020).
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Generation Z
The young generations of the new millennium are said to be constructed on the
foundation of millennials. Many of Generation Z's ideals and convictions are similar to those of
millennials (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). With so much knowledge available online, learning for
Gen Z will include the information they receive as well as the method by which they
comprehend it (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). After growing up in a financial crisis and seeing
employment rates fluctuate, Generation Z demands an education that will be useful and crucial in
obtaining a job after graduation (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Today's college students choose
majors to aid in the development of the knowledge and skills they'll need to excel in the
workplace (Shatto & Erwin, 2016). Gen Z's preference for hands-on learning exemplifies their
forward-thinking approach to planning for life after graduation (Shatto & Erwin, 2016). In
addition to gaining practical experience, Generation Z students also view higher education as a
major financial and life investment and wants to learn the unique skills that employers seek
(Seemiller & Grace, 2016). They are looking for a college with affordable tuition and promising
job opportunities (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). More than half of Gen Z thinks they should prepare
and build their own course of study or major, implying that they want their academic programs
to be flexible (Seemiller & Grace, 2019).
Generation Z is made up of highly motivated students who want to take control of their
education by holding their institutions accountable for meeting the demands of a globalized,
dynamic society (Seemiller & Grace, 2019). Many students today believe that planning for work
should be a joint responsibility between the school and the student (Seemiller & Grace, 2019);
this is crucial to remember as colleges try to fulfill incoming students' expectations. Being
committed to achieving their objectives and obtaining transferable interactions that are essential
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for future success Gen Zers believe their expertise should be included in making the decisions
that will affect them the most in the long run (Seemiller & Grace, 2019). Experiencing much of
the same life stress and academic competitiveness as millennials, Gen Z tends to lean more
toward socialist ideals, and place a lot of value on the maintaining their mental health and quality
of life. Students today have no intention of taking a back seat in their education or in addressing
global issues (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Educators that are globally educated, critical thinkers,
motivating, and inclusive are needed in institutions to foster learning environments that not only
produce engagement, but prevent student burnout (Seemiller & Grace, 2019). Meaning,
educators should be able to recognize the flaws in higher education capitalism, and advocate for
multidimension, anti-capitalistic interventions.
Proposed Solution
As previously stated, the higher education industry underwent tremendous transformation
following WWII, with college enrollments growing at unprecedented rates; however, today's
challenges are unparalleled in terms of the incomparable number of areas that need reform
(Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Many scholars agree that existing leadership methods are
unsuccessful in coping with the changes’ magnitude (Crellin, 2010). The economic, cultural,
political, and technological shifts that are occurring are resulting in increased complexity and
uncertainty in higher education and placing significant pressure on traditional top-down
leadership constructs (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Consumer expectations require university
boards to examine existing leadership approaches and consider new, shared forms of campus
administration necessary to respond to essential changes (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Initially,
the concept of shared governance permits university faculty and administration to have different
areas of delegated authority and decision-making (Stensaker & Vabø, 2013). Over time, the
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concept of shared governance has become so misused that many practitioners refer to it as a
concept with no fixed meaning, taking on whatever interpretation someone assigns it at any
given time (Olsen, 2009). Many scholars have argued that shared governance is less critical for
addressing the challenges of a more dynamic industry environment due to the obstacles of
numerous leaders wanting their concerns addressed (Stensaker & Vabø, 2013). Kezar and
Holcombe (2017) declared the opposite, that administrator efforts for increased top-down
leadership models counteract consumer expectations and contradict research on successful
universities that demonstrate the importance of distributive leadership.
Contemporary decision-making leadership models recognize that institution effectiveness
should be more focused on collective leadership practices shared within an organization rather
than a few senior leaders (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Shared, distributive, or collaborative
leadership enables experts from all levels of an institution to contribute to structural decisions,
rather than only those with hierarchical authority (Crellin, 2010). In return, university
stakeholders can benefit from multiple university leaders’ knowledge and insight (Crellin, 2010).
In recent decades, collaborative leadership approaches have been influential determinants in
universities that have been successful in identifying institutional needs, responding appropriately,
and continuing to operate efficiently (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Research supports the assertion
that shared leadership will increase buy-in for higher education by being more transparent with
stakeholders and allowing institutions to make meaningful and long-term changes in
organizations to address external demands (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Distributive leadership
fosters organizational memory and co-ownership of goals that would otherwise be lost in the face
of institutional turnover (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017).
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University governance models are more than just a tool for developing strategic plans;
they are an integral part of institutional identity, with a significant impact on how a campus
operates and implications to a college community’s overall success (Stensaker & Vabø, 2013). In
this regard, analyzing shared governance should not be used to propose fundamental changes to
governance frameworks by eliminating long-standing principles (Crellin, 2010). However,
considering the ongoing challenges higher education will undoubtedly encounter, colleges and
universities must reconsider the widely accepted definition of shared governance (Crellin, 2010).
Genuine distributive leadership presents the interest in concerns of all university stakeholders
and the affairs unique to specific communities (Olsen, 2009). Shared leadership does not
recognize authoritarian style influence over-involved constituents (Olsen, 2009). Neither the
governing nor the academic body's authority is exercised.; instead, an appreciation of common
interest is fostered (Taylor, 2013). According to Stensaker and Vabø (2013), research has shown
that traditional ideals of shared governance are ineffectual in meeting the needs of the modern
university. Conversely, collaborative leadership addresses societal shifts due to globalization and
is an overall better fit for university governance (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017).
Governmental conceptualizations of distributive leadership may vary across institutions.
However, most still contain five main characteristics: (1) individuals continuously transition
from being leaders to followers depending on the context, (2) there are more leadership positions
than in traditional approaches, (3) multiple perspectives and expertise are routinely considered,
(4) leadership positions are not exclusively held by those with positional authority, and (5) crossunit interaction is encouraged (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Shared leadership models, informed
by these five dimensions, will allow colleges and universities to adapt to environmental stressors
quickly, efficiently, and with versatility, as practitioners and students with focused experience
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can weigh in on issues and problems without needing centralized information across all
disciplines (Crellin, 2010). Before the COVID-19 global pandemic, scholars presumed that
including more opinions, committees, and perspectives in institutional decision-making slowed
the rate of effective, radical change in higher education, in turn making campuses less responsive
to disruptive forces and changing market conditions (Hass, 2020). Marjorie Hass, president of
Rhodes College in Tennessee, reflected on the arrival of COVID-19 to the U.S. in March 2020
(Hass, 2020). Colleges that made a habit of sharing knowledge and widely interacting with
diverse university constituents were better able to respond to the rapid changes that accompanied
the global pandemic than those dependent on top-down decision-making (Hass, 2020).
According to Haas (2020), Rhodes College and other institutions that engage in distributive
leadership were able to draw on stakeholder experiences to make rapid decisions regarding oncampus housing and transitioning to remote learning, turning conventional thinking about
business efficacy models on its head. Traditional managerial principles of leadership —
bureaucracy, authority, predictable leadership methods, and social power — are ineffective
strategies in times of environmental instability. (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017).
Emerging professionals, however, embrace the ambiguous and ever-changing realities of
modern organizations (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). They desire a leadership structure that
emphasizes local autonomy, versatility, innovation, and adaptability as a means of achieving
global stability (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). The use of rigid organizational rules without regard
for environmental context, centralized decision-making processes, and role differentiation
associated with organizational hierarchy reinforces systems and procedures that cannot adapt to
the frequent fluctuations and changing priorities that characterize complex organizations (Kezar
& Holcombe, 2017). Colleges should embrace organizational processes that emphasize
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teamwork, mutual leadership, and local decision-making to meet the challenges posed by today's
global society (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). While most higher education institutions in the U.S.
delegate authority to a board of trustees, there should be a dynamic committee structure
underneath it that disperses governance within the academic community (Taylor, 2013). Since
communication is such a vital part of the distribution process, one of the most critical ways to
strengthen the model of shared governance is to promote empathy and encourage more profound,
more systematic cooperation between faculty, administrators, and students (Crellin, 2010). While
such a model appears simple on paper, putting it into practice necessitates constant diligence and
a high level of openness in the system's operation (Taylor, 2013).
Models of collaborative leadership can be used to combat the problem of student burnout.
Similar to the multidimensional theory of burnout (MTB), discussed earlier in this chapter,
distributive leadership emphasizes that leadership is rooted in relationships and environments
rather than focusing on individuals (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Shared leadership improves team
satisfaction, community cohesion, person and group morale, and self-efficacy (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017). Shared leadership is also related to improved social integration, problemsolving capability, interpersonal attitudes, and a more positive relationship style (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017). Shared leadership has improved organizational processes and systems,
enhancing student learning, helps dynamic environments that involve frequent changes, and
encourages organizational learning, allowing teams to adapt to changing settings by applying
new information in new and innovative ways. (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Returning to the
Rhodes College example, Haas (2020) outlined that the college's collective leadership processes
resulted in timely and informed feedback from various committees, making it easier to delegate
significant components of the university's transition to those with admissible experiences
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resulting in a smoother transition. Staff leaders assisted in developing emergency personnel
policies (Hass, 2020). They provided the resources needed to support students and faculty
members, and faculty governance worked to develop interim policies and procedures for remote
learning. (Hass, 2020). The student committee aided communication by collecting student
concerns, delivering them to senior leadership, and expanding official contact modalities to the
student body (Hass, 2020). Finally, the university’s board of trustees maintained morale,
provided sound advice, and kept an eye on the college's financial viability (Hass, 2020). Haas
(2020) claimed that distributive leadership succeeded during this time because Rhodes College
already had a well-established foundation of accountability, openness, trust, and inclusion before
COVID-19. Without the development of genuine relationships, collaborative leadership will be
unsuccessful in both standard and extreme circumstances.
Promoting Distributive Leadership in Higher Education
Several factors help organizations promote and sustain collaborative leadership models.
Support from vertical leaders, resources, creating supportive communities through relationship
building and professional development, clear role definition, autonomy, shared goals, external
feedback, information sharing, accountability processes, and inclusivity are just a few of them—
all of which align with the person-environment (mis)matches of multidimensional burnout
theory.
Support of Vertical Leadership. One of the essential criteria for operational shared
leadership is from vertical leaders (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). It ensures that committees have
access to the required knowledge and expertise needed to make significant, timely decisions
(Kezar & Holcombe, 2017).
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Relationship Building and Professional Development. Establishing a supportive
institutional framework that fosters a culture of respect and trust by providing opportunities for
professional growth is also essential (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). The value of gradually
fostering a respectful culture through relationships and trust allows governance members to feel
confident in their roles.
Psychological Security and Empowerment. Another aspect of shared leadership is
psychological empowerment, which is the convergence of individual perceptions of the
importance and impact of one's work and self-efficacy and self-perseverance (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017). Vertical leaders can help individuals gain psychological empowerment by
creating an environment that allows team members to express their opinions openly and make
tough decisions.
Role Clarity. Clearly defined committee roles and responsibilities additionally allow
members to draw on individual skillsets and more effectively coordinate and delegate everyday
tasks (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Participants of the most successful committees are mindful
that different people are likely to interpret the same reality in different ways (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017).
Autonomy. Increased autonomy allows for more flexibility in decision-making and
activity planning, as well as the increased ownership of committal actions and outcomes (Kezar
& Holcombe, 2017).
Shared Sense of Purpose. A well-defined mission and vision are essential for shared
leadership's growth and continuity. The organizational purpose is most impactful when shared by
board and governance members and the overarching institutional structure (Kezar & Holcombe,
2017). Committee members share a sense of purpose when they have a common understanding
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of the primary objectives and can take steps to emphasize organizational goals (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017).
External Coaching. Committees receiving external, constructive coaching are more
likely to develop effective, shared leadership because of coaches' inspiration and specific
guidance.
Fairness of Rewards. Individuals who believe incentive systems are equitable are more
willing to take on or continue in joint leadership positions.
Accountability Structures. When leadership becomes more widely spread, there is a
greater risk of miscommunication and a lack of consensus on individual values (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017). As a result, more transparency mechanisms should be in place (Kezar &
Holcombe, 2017). New procedures are required to help people understand the stakes of their
decisions as more participants engage in the organizational leadership process.
Inclusiveness. Many scholars have emphasized the importance of inclusivity in creating
effective mutual leadership in higher education (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Inclusion establishes
as people intentionally seek to involve one another in the process of meaning- and decisionmaking (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Inclusiveness consists of being receptive to new ideas as
well as encouraging and welcoming the contributions of others. As a result of inclusive practices,
committees develop a sense of pride in their collective positions and goals, promoting greater
participation in shared leadership processes (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Women and cultural
groups, such as BIPOC, prefer collective models, so adopting distributive leadership may be
critical to promoting inclusive organizational frameworks that respect the perspectives and
experiences of historically oppressed groups (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017).
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Implications
The most common criticism leveled at shared leadership is that it often ignores particular
conflict, control, and authority problems. Attempts at shared leadership often result in
conventional hierarchical leadership's re-emergence due to outdated power and authority
dynamics (Taylor, 2013). Conflicting ideologies and politics are more likely to emerge as more
stakeholders participate in decision-making and leadership (Crellin, 2010), and many campus
administrators are reluctant to involve a wider spectrum of individuals in authentically shared
leadership because they are concerned that differing interests and principles would dramatically
slow down administration (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Addressing such power and rank
disparities is an essential aspect of any shared leadership model.
By not delegating authority to their cabinet and ensure that team members feel free to
express dissenting viewpoints, university presidents undermine the principles of shared
leadership (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Leaders should recognize that certain people have
privileged roles as a result of their wealth, authority, experience, or membership in the dominant
community. (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017)
The goal of shared leadership is to create distributed accountability structures. One of the
reasons campuses have a hard time defining joint leadership is that, although it is similar to and
complementary to these historic institutions, it varies significantly (Stensaker & Vabø, 2013). A
final concern regarding shared leadership is that individuals working closely together can
establish groupthink, which is described as majority viewpoints in small groups, leading to
suppressing opposing views, the impossibility of dissent, and overall poor decision-making
(Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). However, several studies have found that team cohesion does not
always contribute to groupthink and fosters participant relationships, interactions, and efficiency
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(Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). Groupthink is less likely to occur if shared leadership genuinely
draws on a broad spectrum of skills and experiences, as intended.
Summary and Conclusion
Twenty-first century students face unique life-stressors that many older generations
cannot relate to. With increases in tuition rates, and academic rigor and competitiveness, students
may feel the effects of globalization more chronically than others. Achieving the American
Dream has proved to be unattainable to many young adults; this façade, minimal financial
security, and a cutthroat job market have constructed a culture of always having to work to attain
small moments of reprieve. The burnout phenomenon stems from the underlying capitalistic
ideals that have shaped so many American institutions. Burnout defines millennial experiences
and generation z is headed down the same path.
Disruptive Innovation Theory (DIT) relates higher education institutions to the
corporations America, as its operations have largely shifted into a mature enterprise. DIT
demonstrates how businesses that fail to innovate with the ever-changing society eventually
become obsolete. By not meeting the demands of a capitalist, global society higher education is
creating its own bubble that many scholars believe will eventually pop. Modern students
question the need for a degree from a four-year institution, as it provides little assurance for job
attainment and places students in crippling debt. Higher education may be coming to a fork in
the road where online learning becomes the norm. Virtual education erases many of the
downsides of four-year universities—more applicants can be accepted, student support and
education are the primary focus, and it can be tailored to anyone’s schedule or lifestyle.
Today’s students want customizations; they want to see the immediate payoff of their
investments and to have a say in processes that impact them. Online education certainly provides
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students with the tailored experience they want, and with a shift in values and culture so can
conventional four-year institutions. Authentic collaborative leadership models counter
institutional capitalism by distributing leadership across the organization. One of the reasons
universities implicitly foster burnout is because leaders at the top cannot relate to the stress
students are under, therefore proper interventions cannot be designed. With a channel to senior
leadership students can better advocate for themselves, and with the support of faculty and staff,
multidimensional models that foster engagement and mitigate burnout can be developed.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Introduction
Today’s college students are experiencing increased student burnout rates due to higher
education institutions’ acceptance and contribution to America’s contemporary capitalistic
society. Rectifying U.S. capitalism is not within the scope of the higher education industry.
However, interventions designed with intentionality can help mitigate an overall secondary effect
of capitalism—collegiate student burnout. Several elements must be taken into account to
comprehensively address student burnout: how burnout develops, what role institutions play in
contributing to environments that lead to burnout, historical and social contexts, and how to use a
multidimensional lens to inform intervention strategies.
Using historical and social contexts to examine student burnout, university leaders can
identify burnout and design interventions for current policies, academic frameworks, and campus
environments that lead to burnout by utilizing various institutional stakeholders’ expertise. This
project aims to develop a governance model that includes and advocates for students, as they are
the ones who are most affected by university leaders’ decisions.
This chapter provides a multidimensional intervention informed by the six personenvironment mismatches of the burnout-engagement continuum. The six mismatches will be
synthesized with the characteristics that promote and sustain distributive leadership and offer a
plan for implementation and evaluation.
Project Components
As previously noted, environmental factors affect the causes of emotional stress (i.e.
emotional exhaustion or energy). Other factors influence the tools available to effectively handle
work and the degree of personal accomplishment and effectiveness (Maslach, 1998). Due to this

49
relationship, institutional leaders must design approaches in terms of the three burnout
dimensions. Industry leaders must devise specific strategies to reduce the risk of emotional
exhaustion, prevent depersonalization, and increase one’s self-efficacy. By framing an initiative
in terms of the three dimensions outlined in MTB, administrators can ensure that a proposed
solution addresses the phenomenon of burnout and establish appropriate parameters for assessing
its effectiveness. The burnout-engagement continuum implies that engagement strategies can be
just as effective as burnout prevention strategies in reducing burnout risk (Maslach, 1998).
An environment that promotes its stakeholders’ well-being by encouraging the positive
development of MTB’s three core qualities of engagement, participation, and effectiveness
theoretically should be thriving. Instead of universities focusing on reducing stress—which
frequently leads to changing individual characteristics—they should focus on what would create
a more engaging climate. A better way to generate strategies may be to improve
environmental contexts.
Person-oriented strategies have traditionally dominated burnout interventions rather than
social or organizational ones, which is especially disconcerting considering that most research
has shown that situational and organizational factors have a much more significant impact on
burnout than personal characteristics (Maslach, 1998). According to other studies, individual
strategies are ineffective, particularly in organizations, where people have much less control over
stressors than in other areas of their lives (Maslach, 1998). There are both philosophical and
logical explanations for the focus on individuals, including concepts of individual accountability
and the belief that is changing individuals, rather than organizations, is more straightforward and
less expensive (Maslach, 1998). The research suggests that this emphasis may be a significant
mistake. Any success in addressing burnout would be contingent on implementing solutions that

50
focus on environmental contexts and their effect on the people who exist within them. Since it
focuses on the relationship between the person and the situation rather than either of them alone,
these similarities indicate that the six-mismatch model could be an instrumental framework for
developing interventions. The six-mismatch model offers an alternate method of defining the
causes of burnout in any given environment and developing approaches that take into account
both situational and personal developments. The six characteristics of environment-person
mismatch broaden the spectrum of intervention possibilities. Instead of concentrating strategies
on work overload (such as developing student grit or resilience), focusing on other mismatches
may be more effective. Students may be willing to embrace a higher workload if they value their
education and believe it will contribute to something meaningful – initiatives should emphasize
these areas of value and reward (Maslach, 1998).
The characteristics needed to promote and sustain effective distributive leadership in
higher education contradict the overarching capitalism themes. They also correlate with the six
person-environment mismatches that serve as indicators of organizational burnout or
engagement. Collaborative leadership models call for support from vertical leaders, shared
purpose, better accountability structures, fostering relationships, creating and empowering
psychological security; all of these elements can be considered anti-capitalistic. Generally,
organizations that follow traditional shared governance models do not provide decision-making
leadership to those outside the executive board. Induvial and divisions usually have low
accountability, and typically lower-level stakeholders cannot see the value in their work effort
because they are burned out or feel underappreciated. Conversely, distributive leadership
provides institutional congruence for fairness of rewards, autonomy, individual values,
community building, inclusiveness, and role clarity.
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Distributive Leadership at Contemporary Universities
Establishing contemporary university distributive leadership should be an initiative of a
university strategic plan and be approximately a three-year-long initiative to enhance trustee
governance effectiveness, beginning with a university retreat—ideally held at the beginning of a
calendar year. The board of trustees, faculty, and staff members will participate in the retreat and
co-create a document outlining the institution’s collective aspirations. Retreat attendees will
invite experts on higher education governance to participate. While formal shared governance
traditions delegate ultimate responsibility and authority to the board, president, and faculty,
effective management of today’s demanding higher education climate necessitates the best
thinking of all institution stakeholders - faculty, staff, students, administration, and board. The
university president will maintain sole responsibility for the strategic plan, which the trustees
must authorize. However, including all college stakeholders ensures a high level of certainty that
the board makes the correct decisions and that many people share the consequences of those
decisions.
The board will form an ad hoc governance committee following the retreat. With a
collaborative mindset, the interim committee will consider the best way to mobilize all
stakeholders’ abundant collective wisdom in the university community. To achieve this task, the
ad hoc committee will meet twelve times during the subsequent academic year—twice each
month, excluding December and April. Committee members should examine the university’s
previous shared governance models, compare their structure and procedures to national
standards, and explore governance models outside of the higher education industry. After the
academic year, the committee will present a report to the board of trustees with
recommendations on distributive leadership models specific to that institution. The ad hoc
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committee will form Common Table to discuss the committee’s recommendations for
collaborative leadership. It will comprise no more than 12 members—trustees, faculty, staff,
students, alumni—that will rotate each year. University presidents will attend the Common Table
meetings before the board of trustees meeting.
The Common Table will advise the president and, through the president, the board of
trustees. Table members will inform the board on collaborative community engagement,
university finances, national and local higher education contexts, identify conceptual questions
of importance, augment assumptions about the institution’s future, and provide observations of
the university’s current climate. The Common Table will establish group discussion structures to
incorporate all university stakeholders’ vast collective experience; they will bring together
working expectations about the institution’s future, evaluate those assumptions, and develop a
common consensus about the future for strategic planning. The Common Table will classify any
cross-functional problems before the start of the next academic year. Finally, the Common Table
will form teams to resolve the cross-functional concerns. Teams will meet regularly, generally
with a Common Table member in attendance, to help steer the agenda and discussion. Teams
from their respective perspectives will examine the established generative problems. At board
meetings, the Common Table will summarize each team’s work to the board to influence the
decisions made by trustee members. Senior leaders will provide all governance members with a
document containing the distributive leadership model hierarchical structure (see Appendix D)
along with each tier’s role expectations.
Project Evaluation
This project will be evaluated using two methods of assessment. The first method will be
an annual evaluation form completed at the end of each academic semester by the contributing
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members and volunteers of the Common Table and Teams (see Appendix E). The review will
assess perceived support from vertical leaders, role clarity, team connectedness, emotional
exhaustion, and self-efficacy. Question responses will be scored on a 1-4 scale (ranging from I
strongly disagree with this statement to I strongly agree with this statement). There will be space
at the end of the survey for additional feedback to address any concerns the questions did not
present.
The second form of assessment will take place during the semesterly climate survey. Five
questions will be added to the survey to evaluate student engagement, depersonalization, and
perceived self-efficacy (see Appendix F). Question responses will be scored from 1-4 (ranging
from not at all like me to extremely like me). University climate surveys generally already have
intervention methods to offer students marked as high or medium risk—student affairs
professionals (SAPs) will continue this support. In addition to evaluating the overall
effectiveness of distributive leadership, the three added questions to the climate survey will
provide another avenue of support SAPs can offer at-risk students.
Project Conclusions
Burnout interventions should be planned and built with the three dimensions of burnout
in mind (Maslach, 1998) (i.e., how can a specific approach minimize the risk of emotional
fatigue, avoid depersonalization, or boost one’s sense of accomplishment). Using the three
dimensions to frame an intervention would ensure that the suggested approach addresses burnout
while also defining appropriate parameters for assessing its efficacy (Maslach, 1998). The
burnout—engagement continuum implies that engagement strategies can be just as influential
for burnout prevention strategies. Students’ well-being and efficiency can improve in an
environment that fosters the positive development of the three core qualities of energy,
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engagement, and effectiveness. Instead of focusing on reducing stress, which tends to attempt
improving the individual, a focus on what would constitute a more engaging university may be a
better way of developing strategies to improve the overall situation (Maslach, 1998).
Students having a say in policymaking, academic processes, and organizational strategic
planning make it possible for interventions to address all three burnout dimensions.
Collaborative models also provide the board of trustees with direct access to student
perspectives, bridging the gap between what students need and what trustee members needed at
the same age. The Common Table can be a powerful mechanism for including everyone in
discussions about important issues, strategies, and challenges at the university, mainly since the
practice of establishing ad hoc committee subgroups involves the entire campus in practical and
meaningful ways. The all-hands-on-deck approach, which accounts for all stakeholders in the
organizations in conversations about critical issues, leads to better decisions and increased trust
in those decisions and strengthens a sense of community and shared purpose. The all-hands-ondeck method is also a robust model for drawing the board’s attention to critical campus problems
and concerns. A high degree of ongoing interaction among stakeholders makes an organization
more resilient. When members establish genuine relationships, there can be an assumption of
teamwork and goodwill when a problematic issue (i.e., increased tuition rates, student burnout,
second-year attrition rates, or program availability) arises. Senior leadership should never
overlook the importance of inviting board members, faculty, staff, and students to engage in
essential discussions.
Plans for Implementation
This distributive leadership model is to be used by the Grand Valley State University
(GVSU) senior leadership team (the university president and executive board). Initial
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implementation efforts may begin any time during the year because the collaborative model does
not define a start and end date. Common Table faculty, staff, and student members will be
elected by their peers, while teams will be on a strict volunteer basis. After the planning phase,
GVSU should spend five years enacting the strategies identified by the Common Table. The
Common Table should present a public report to the institution, community, and prospective
students of the model’s effectiveness and strategies outlined. Executive leadership should repeat
the initial planning phase every five years to inform the next stage of the institution’s progressive
strategic planning. The GVSU ad hoc committee and Common Table should routinely monitor
incoming generational cohorts’ needs to better prepare for the influx of new student needs,
making it possible to build those needs into the institution’s planning rather than creating
interventions for them later.
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Appendix D
Board of Trustees
An appointed or elected group of individuals that has overall responsibility for the management
of the university.

University President
The university's chief executive officer, who has broad authority and accountability for the
institution and is responsible for keeping the Board of Trustees up to date on university matters
in a timely and reasonable manner.

Ad Hoc Committee (active every five years)
A group of people assembled to address a specific issue. Initially they will be nominated by the
board and president; after that Common Table members will also be able to nominate members
of the ad hoc committee.

Common Table
A group of trustees, faculty, staff, and students to address recommendations of the ad hoc
committee and identify cross-generative university issues.

Teams
Common Table members will assemble as many teams necessary to address each identified
cross-generative university issue.
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